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Objectives

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

| nportance of famly vs. individual obligations in
Arab circles

Arab perspectives toward suppositions, qualifying and
probabilities

Preference for the particular rather than universa
rule in much of Arab practice

| nportance of context--time “frame”--for presenting
i deas and | earning to Arab audi ences

ldentify

Col or synbolismfor Arab peoples
Deductive and inductive reasoning
Supposi tion

Realize

Pref erence of many Arab peoples to respond
affirmatively to inquiries

Al'ien concept of “volunteerisnmi in many M ddl e East
circles

Val ue of aesthetic pursuits in nmuch of Arab culture
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1. Saying “NQO” sonewhat related to
the enphasis on friendship and duty to
friends is the attitude toward sayi ng
“no.”

WY

| f one person asks another for a favor, a huge
percentage of the tinme, the answer will be “yes,” even if
the person asked is not at all sure that he can do the favor.
Al though this can be quite nmaddening to those of us who are
used to “yes” neaning “yes” and “no” neaning “no,” both
parties to the interaction in the Mddle East really prefer
the answer to be “yes,” no matter what.

It was explained that even if the person you asked for
help is, in the end, unable to give it, you at |east want him
to indicate that he will try to do what you asked. This
spares both parties any i mmedi ate enbarrassnent.

2. Arab Symbollsm The color blue is associated wth
magi cal powers and is thought to have the power to ward off
the evil eye. Persons with blue eyes, however, are also
believed to have the power to enploy the evil eye. The left
hand is also considered evil or at |east an instrunment of

evil. Geen is the holy color of Islam (NOTE: THE SAUDI
FLAG IS GREEN) Mosl ens attach special significance to the
nunber five. It is used to represent the Five Pillars of

| slamor the five fingers of Mihammad’ s daughter, Fati ma.
The nustache is a synbol of a man’s virility or masculinity.
The beard synbolizes a man’s integrity.

3. Individualism The early religious influences of

Aneri can fundanental i st groups has spread into the genera
lifestyle. The belief “God hel ps those who hel p thensel ves,”
and judges man by what he does rather than what he says, is
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today shown in the Anerican tendency to see people as
i ndi vidual s who can act alone, if necessary, and who deci de
for thensel ves what their life wll be.

Few people in the world see
people as apart fromtheir famlies
and others as Anericans do,

i ncludi ng Arabs. As an arm bel ongs
to a body, so a person belongs to
the famly. The famly head makes
deci si ons--children, students,

w ves, and those of | ower status
are directed and control |l ed by

t hose who are ol der and w ser

Fam |y obligations take precedence
over individual w shes.

American: “Qur trainees can then select their

specialty...”
Arab: “The trai nees woul d choose!”
Anmerican: “l decided to join the mlitary when | was...”

Arab: “Then it was expected of you by your famly?”
American: “Qur instructors then encourage the students
to express their own ideas.”
Arab: “They do not l|let the students have the
instructor’s ideas? How can students have ideas?”
Anmerican: “l have two children. One wi shes to be an
engi neer, the other an artist.”
Arab: “They will not do as you wish themto do?”

4. Volunteering A concept taught to
Anerican children. To give w thout
obligation or pay for a cause or group,
or to give as a community obligation
rat her than kinship one.

Nearly all Arabs do things for their kinfolk who are
insurance in |life, or when asked (ordered). To do sonething
not for either famly obligations or pay is an alien idea.

American: “Can you suggest sone volunteer work my wfe
could do?”
Arab: “She is |ooking for work, you say?”
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Anerican: “Sonme of the nmen would |like to do vol unteer
work for the conmunity.”
Arab: “Ch, they have been asked to hel p?”
Anmerican: “But the village people wll have to help with
sone of the work.”
Arab: “They do good work, yes. They will be happy you
bring themwork.” (and pay)
Anmerican: “Wuld some of the nmen be willing to conme out
and help us in their free tinme?”
Arab: “Ch, yes. They will be happy to work for you. They
al wvays need noney.”

American: “l was thinking that sone of the instructors
m ght give time to teach night classes to the
villagers.”

Arab: “But the Mnistry of Defense cannot pay themfor

this work.”

S. Self-HeIp Anericans tend to
think the concept of self-help is self-
evident. The concept has no neaning in
much of the Arab world. In the Arab
worl d, “self-hel p” assunes the

i ndi vi dual can act al one.

Anerican: “W need sonme of your people to help
t hensel ves...do the work for thensel ves.”
Arab: “They do the work for the governnment, to nmake the
pl an work. But they nust be paid!”
Anerican: “The people can do it thenselves...”
Arab: “But it is a mlitary project. Wiy should they?”
American: “If the pilots would do the ready-roomas a
self-help project for thenselves...”
Arab: “Doing this work is hel ping thenselves? Is flying
a plane al so hel ping thensel ves?”

6. Unpleasant Thoughts Anericans tend to readily
t hi nk of unpl easant and even catastrophi c consequences,
believing there is no cause and effect. It is considered
superstitious to remark, “Don’t even say that! Knock on
wood! ”
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Sone psychol ogi sts, however,
bel i eve the thought can father the
event; simlar to religious beliefs
that an evil thought is equal to a
deed. Most Arabs are convinced that a
t hought won’t provoke or create an
event. Wien a negative idea is
expressed, it is often followed by a
deni al of that possibility or with
sonething like “God forbid it!”

American: “If anything should happen to the Commander,

you' || need a backup.”
Arab: “No, no. That nust not happen. The Commander wil |
be fine.”

American: “W nust teach themto repair it, so when it
breaks down they wll know howto do it.”
Arab: “You have done a good job. It is well made. No
breakdowns wi Il happen.”
Anmerican: “My idea is to have a base dispensary in case
of accidents or epidemcs.”
Arab: “There will be no accidents. No epidemcs.”

/. SUPpPOSItIONS Anericans tend to
“suppose” answers to questions and
situations. At tines these
suppositions can be quite absurd in
expl ai ning an i dea.

Many Arabs are very realistic and
do not consider inprobabilities or
non- guarantees as possibilities.

Anerican: “Suppose you were the eneny general. Wat
woul d you do next?”

Arab: “Ch...Wo can say?”’

Ameri can: “Suppose you had no way of knowi ng a man’s
test scores. How woul d you sel ect hin®”

Arab: “But we have their scores here in our office,

yes.”
American: “What would you do in nmy place?”
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Arab: “What wll | do? But | amnot in your place.”
American: “Suppose you could wite the Mnister of
Def ense. What would you ask for?”
Arab: “As you know, sir, | would not wite to the
M nister, hinself.”

8. Quantlfylng Anericans love to
express many ideas in nunbers that
don’t really require quantification.
Close to all Arabs do not use nunbers
where they are not directly rel evant.
Nunbers and quantifying are used in
mat h probl ens.

Anmerican: “My honme is the sixth largest in the States.
It has hundreds of mles of freeways. Sixty
percent.”

Arab: “It is a bigcity.”

Anmerican: “He’ll only be visiting for 48 hours.”

Arab: “OCh! Perhaps he will like to stay |onger.”

Anmerican: “There are three projects the squadron can
start on. First we want to see...then we’ll
visit bases for two weeks covering about 80%
of the units in this area.”

Arab: “You will be traveling, and will see our bases,

yes.”

9. Probability Anericans tend to express ideas in terns
of probability. A large percentage of Arabs see events as
ei t her happeni ng or not happeni ng.

Anerican: “The nore applicants the better our chances of
getting qualified people.”

Arab: “When you ask for good nen, good nen will cone.”

Anerican: “The odds are that it...”

Arab: *“Qdds?”
American: “It would increase our chances of doing it...”
Arab: “lncrease chances, you say?”’

Anerican: “There’s little chance we can begin training
bef ore Novenber.”
Arab: “You say there will be no training for our
peopl e?”
American: “If they do this, it’'s less likely there wll
be an accident.”
Arab: “Less likely, you say? Less likely?”
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10. Usefulness

Anericans tend to val ue the
practical or “useful” parts of an
experience or event over the aesthetic,
both in ideas and things, while many
Arabs val ue the aesthetic equally,
sonetimes nore than, the useful ness of
an idea or thing.

American: “Qur library has a good filmfile, many books,
and there are classes. Have you seen it?”
Arab: “It is a beautiful building. Very pleasant.”
Anmerican: “If we cut down sone of the trees, we can put
the runway straight through. Do it fast.”
Arab: “You say cut down trees? These are old trees.”
American: “It would be nore practical to put the
buil ding...”
Arab: “That would | ook nice.”

11. Universal Rules vs. Particular
Anericans tend to react to
uni versal rules, broad obligations, and
procedures. Overseas they often insist
on followi ng rules and regul ations as a
matt er of professionalismand personal
integrity. M sunderstanding occurs when
the | ocal host expects themto live up
to particular obligations, say,
friendship, when it nmeans violating a
rule. The American sees breaking rules
as “inproper” and reflecting unfavorably
on the host’s character.

Many Arabs tend to react to the particular situation
over the general one. They are guided first in a given
situation by obligations of the particular relationship
bet ween oneself and the person affected by the act.

To value an abstract law or rule over a friendship is
seen as cold, if not an actual betrayal of the friendship.
This belief, once prevalent in Wstern culture when | aw was
not fully established or equally applied, and when famly was
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the only insurance policy around, may be tied to kinship over
ot hers.

Anmerican: “W have an honor code at our Acadeny. Let ne
ask, if one cadet is copying from anot her,
does the other cadet have to report hin®”

Arab: “Ch, as you know, a cadet may expect the other to

help hima little, yes.” (Personal friendship
over abstract rules).
American: “We w |l ask that high school graduates with
English and math apply for this training.”
Arab: “We will help you find good nen. | will talk with
my men, who know others in their famlies or
friends’ famlies who will do this training.”
(Famly is nore of a qualification than the
i nper sonal ).

Anmerican: “Yes, the Colonel is a good friend. H's son is
a good student, too. If his grades are good,

he’ll go to advanced training.”
Arab: “Yes, yes. You will give himgood grades, of
course.”

12. Deductive vs. Inductive
Anericans | earn and present

i deas starting wth the specific,

practical exanples and events, then

conbi ning theminto groupi ngs, and

finishing with an overal

generalization or theory.

Al so, they tend to seek information about the matter.
Anericans can tal k about one piece of a jig-saw puzzle
wi thout referring to the whole. Build piece by piece. 1In
graduate school, which many students have difficulty
transitioning to, thinking nmust swtch to deductive
appr oaches.

Most Arabs tend to learn and to present ideas starting
with the theory, draw ng generalizations, and endi ng by
fitting events and observations into the theory or franmeworKk.
They find it difficult to talk of isolated pieces wthout
knowi ng the frame. They may feel that an idea expl ai ned out
of context may be an attenpt by the American to “put
sonet hing over” or to “brai nwash” soneone.
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Anmerican: “Two days ago there was an accident. An
i nvestigation showed a part of the...”
(Building to a Flying Safety pitch).
Arab: “Yes, yes, there was an accident.” (Wat is he
trying to tell ne?)
Anerican: “The purpose of this programis...”
Arab: “It is very interesting.” (For what? Wat is the
framework in which the programfits?)

“Practice spontaneity.”
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Review Quiz: Nuances of Thought

Multiple Choice Piace the letter of the nost correct
answer in the blank provided.

1. The is often considered evil or

an i nstrument of evil.

a. right foot
b. left hand
c. nustache

2. Many Arabs find it difficult to talk of isolated

pi eces of know edge

a. without knowi ng the frame or context.
b. because the desert is |large and the road narrow.
c. because life is hard.

3. The concept of is alien to nost of

the Arab world as it assunes an individual can act al one.

a. frontier rights
b. self-help
C. a constitution

4. In the Mddle East, interactions between peopl es
of ten express the answer of , ho matter what the
guesti on.

a. no

b. yes

c. whatever
5. The holy color of Islamis

a. red

b. bl ue

C. green
6. Most Anericans often express ideas in terns of

a. happeni ng or not happeni ng.
b. probability.
c. the lesser of two evils.

90



Unit 8: Nuances of Thought

7. Most Arabs tend to be guided by a particul ar

situation, the obligations of a personal relationship, rather
t han

a. universal, broad rules and procedures.
b. desert etiquette.
c. obtuse, intellectual fornulations.

8. The col or is associated with magica

powers and ability to ward off the evil eye.

a. green
b. yell ow
c. blue
9. Wth nmost M ddl e Easterners,

obl i gations take precedence over individual concerns.

a. enpl oynent
b. famly
c. political

10. Many Arabs val ue qualities,

sonetinmes nore than the useful ness of an idea or thing.

a. aesthetic
b. mlitary
c. down-to-earth
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“...the ability to evolve that we have denonstrated so often
over our short life--to respond quickly to new strategic
requi renents and new technol ogi cal opportunities. In the

end, the nost inpressive story of the devel opnment of the Ar
Force is the story of our people’ s willingness, even their

eagerness, to step up to change and maturation.”
Honorabl e Sheila E. Wdnall, secretary of the Air Force
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